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The Theme of Mourning in J. M. Coetzee’s Life & Times of Michael K

In Life & Times of Michael K (1983), J. M. Coetzee depicts Michael K as a character
who engages in the work of mourning through the cultivation of crops.  In my presentation, |
compare the contents of the novel to the actual context of mourning and farming in South
Africa under apartheid. Because of the text’s metatextual quality, attention needs to be paid
to its historical context in order to be fully appreciated. | also point out the author’s inversion
of the tropes of the South African pastoral novel (plaasroman). | argue that K’s object of
mourning extends beyond the death of his mother; it includes the deaths of countless others
and the loss of mourning itself in human society. | then contend that Coetzee portrays the

death of K’s mother as a story that has the possibility to form a community.
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